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Abstract: 

This paper explores the rise of post-structuralism and deconstruction as significant shifts in literary theory, challenging 

the formalist methods of New Criticism. Post-structuralist thinkers, particularly Jacques Derrida, argue that meaning 

is inherently unstable, always deferred, and shaped by an infinite network of linguistic relationships, rather than being 

a fixed, self-contained element embedded within the text. By focusing on Derrida’s concept of différance and his 

famous assertion that “there is nothing outside the text,” the paper critiques the New Critical focus on uncovering a 

singular, objective meaning. It discusses how deconstruction exposes the contradictions and ambiguities within texts, 

opening them to multiple interpretations and rejecting the search for a final, authoritative understanding. This shift 

highlights the role of the reader in the creation of meaning, positioning the act of reading as a dynamic, interpretative 

process that engages with texts in fluid and context-dependent ways. Ultimately, post-structuralism encourages a more 

pluralistic, open-ended approach to literary analysis, where texts are seen as sites of ongoing interpretation rather than 

closed, static objects. 
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Introduction 

The rise of post-structuralism and deconstruction in the late 20th century marked a significant shift in literary 

theory, directly challenging and deconstructing the methods of New Criticism. While New Criticism focused on the 

text itself, relying heavily on its internal structure and rejecting the relevance of authorial intent and external context, 

post-structuralism and deconstruction, as developed by theorists like Jacques Derrida, fundamentally questioned these 

assumptions. The deconstruction of New Critical approaches by Derrida and other post-structuralists emphasized the 

instability of meaning, the impossibility of fixed interpretations, and the role of language in shaping both texts and 

readers' understanding of them. These ideas have reshaped the way scholars approach literary analysis, making room 

for multiple interpretations and questioning the very foundations of meaning. 

One of the key figures in the rise of post-structuralism and the deconstruction of New Critical approaches is 

Jacques Derrida. Derrida’s theory of deconstruction challenges the New Critical idea that texts contain a singular, 

stable meaning. New Critics believed that through close reading, one could uncover the unified meaning of a text, as 

long as one examined its form and structure carefully. In contrast, Derrida argued that meaning is inherently unstable 

and always deferred, a process he famously called différance. According to Derrida, texts are never fully self-

contained, and their meaning is always influenced by an infinite web of linguistic relationships that extend beyond the 

text itself. 

“There is nothing outside of the text.” (Jacques Derrida, Of Grammatology 9) 

This declaration by Derrida encapsulates the core of his deconstructive approach, emphasizing that all 

meaning is rooted in language and that there is no ultimate, external truth that can be accessed by an objective reader. 
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Derrida’s statement directly challenges the New Critical focus on finding an objective, timeless meaning within the 

text itself. According to deconstruction, meaning is never final and is always subject to interpretation, shaped by the 

fluid and ever-evolving relationships between words and their meanings. Derrida’s notion of différance rejects the 

idea that words have fixed meanings. Instead, meaning is constantly deferred in a chain of signifiers, where each word 

refers to other words, but never fully encapsulates a single, definitive meaning (Chomsky 7). The implications of this 

theory are radical, as it suggests that the meaning of a text is not something that can be pinned down by a close reading 

of its formal elements. Instead, meaning is a complex, shifting process that emerges from the interplay of language, 

context, and interpretation. 

“The act of writing is always already a process of deconstruction.” (Jacques Derrida 12) 

Derrida suggests that writing inherently contains contradictions, gaps, and ambiguities that destabilize any 

fixed meaning. This directly deconstructs the New Critical approach of formalism, which strives to isolate meaning 

within a closed, stable interpretation of the text. Deconstruction, in contrast, opens up the text to multiple 

interpretations, revealing its inherent instability and complexity. 

A key tenet of New Criticism was its insistence on analyzing the text independently of the author's intentions 

or biographical context. This focus on the text itself, without regard to external factors, allowed for an objective 

interpretation that New Critics believed could be universally valid. However, Derrida’s deconstruction undermines 

this assumption by arguing that the author’s intentions are not fixed and that meaning is not determined by a single, 

authoritative voice. According to Derrida, the relationship between language and meaning is never direct or 

unambiguous. The idea that an author’s intention could be definitively decoded through a close reading of the text is 

problematic because language itself is unstable. For Derrida, meaning is not something that can be neatly extracted 

from the text through a methodical analysis of its form and structure; rather, meaning is always contingent on the 

complex network of language and interpretation. 

“There is no outside to the text.” (Jacques Derrida, Of Grammatology 90) 

This quote by Derrida points to his argument that all understanding, including that of authorial intent, is 

constructed through language. In this view, any attempt to separate the text from its surrounding contexts or to pin 

down the "true" meaning of a work is futile. Instead of focusing on uncovering a fixed meaning, deconstruction asks 

readers to consider the contradictions and ambiguities present within the text and to understand meaning as something 

that is always deferred, always open to further exploration. Deconstruction, therefore, rejects the New Critical desire 

for a single, unifying interpretation. It embraces the possibility of multiple readings and acknowledges that the 

meaning of a text is shaped by the cultural, historical, and linguistic context in which it is interpreted. In doing so, 

deconstruction also challenges the idea of the "death of the author," as it questions the authority of any single source—

be it the author, the text, or even the reader—over the creation of meaning. 

Another significant aspect of Derrida's deconstruction is its focus on the binary oppositions that structure 

language and thought. New Criticism often relied on a close reading of texts that sought to identify and interpret such 

oppositions—such as good/evil, light/dark, or male/female—as part of the inherent structure of the text. However, 

Derrida argued that these oppositions are not fixed or stable but are instead interdependent and always subject to 

change. Derrida's analysis of oppositions challenges the idea of fixed meanings or structures within a text. He argued 

that each term in an opposition is defined by what it is not—thus creating an unstable, shifting relationship between 

the terms. This is evident in his critique of the binary opposition between speech and writing (Glick 19). Derrida 

argued that Western philosophy has long privileged speech as the "authentic" form of communication, seeing writing 

as a secondary or derivative form. However, Derrida deconstructs this binary by showing that writing, like speech, 

plays a foundational role in shaping meaning. 
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“Writing is a system of differences, a chain of signifiers that refer only to each other.” (Jacques 

Derrida, Of Grammatology 13) 

This statement highlights Derrida's view that writing and meaning are not fixed or self-contained but exist in 

a network of relations. Deconstruction thus seeks to expose these interdependencies and reveal how binary 

oppositions, rather than providing stable meanings, actually produce instability and ambiguity. In doing so, it 

challenges the New Critical approach, which often sought to reveal clear-cut meanings and oppositions within a text. 

The rise of post-structuralism and deconstruction, as exemplified by Derrida’s work, fundamentally challenges New 

Criticism's approach to literary analysis. While New Critics sought to uncover the stable, unified meaning of a text 

through formal analysis, Derrida’s deconstruction exposes the fluidity and instability of meaning. By emphasizing the 

interplay of language, the deferment of meaning (différance), and the impossibility of fixed interpretation, 

deconstruction allows for a multiplicity of readings and undermines the idea of a single, objective interpretation of a 

text. Derrida’s approach has had profound implications for literary criticism, encouraging a more dynamic, open-

ended understanding of texts. Deconstruction moves away from the search for an ultimate meaning and embraces the 

complexities and contradictions that are inherent in all texts. Through this lens, literature becomes a site for endless 

interpretation, where meaning is never fully realized but is always in flux, challenging scholars and readers alike to 

reconsider the ways in which they engage with literature. 

The questioning of fixed meanings is one of the most radical aspects of post-structuralist thought, particularly 

in the work of Jacques Derrida. New Criticism, which dominated literary theory in the early to mid-20th century, was 

grounded in the belief that meaning was stable and could be uncovered through a careful, objective, formal analysis 

of the text. Critics operating within this paradigm assumed that a text, when examined closely, would reveal a unified, 

singular interpretation, free from external factors like the author’s intentions or historical context. New Criticism 

emphasized the idea that the meaning of a literary work was embedded in its structure and could be accessed through 

detailed analysis of its formal elements. In this view, the role of the reader was largely passive—readers were expected 

to interpret the text in a way that reflected its intrinsic meaning (Zhang et al. 65). However, post-structuralism, and in 

particular Derrida’s theory of deconstruction, challenges this assumption. According to Derrida, the meaning of a text 

is never fixed or final. Rather, it is always deferred, a process he referred to as différance. Derrida’s idea suggests that 

meaning is not something that can be definitively determined from a text itself; it is a complex, shifting web of 

relationships between words, contexts, and interpretations. This view fundamentally undermines the New Critical 

belief in the possibility of arriving at a singular, stable interpretation. For Derrida, meaning is always contingent, 

always changing, and shaped by the reader’s interaction with the text. 

“There is nothing outside the text.” (Jacques Derrida, Of Grammatology 9) 

This famous statement by Derrida encapsulates the essence of post-structuralist thought and challenges 

traditional assumptions about the nature of meaning. By asserting that there is "nothing outside the text," Derrida 

emphasizes that meaning is not a reflection of an external, objective reality but is produced through language itself. 

The idea that meaning exists outside the text—that it can be determined independently of the reader’s interpretation—

is rejected. Instead, Derrida argues that meaning is a product of the language in which it is expressed, and language is 

inherently unstable. The meaning of a text, therefore, cannot be fixed or final; it is always in flux, subject to the ever-

changing relationships between words and concepts. This radical view of meaning shifts the focus away from the text 

itself and towards the reader. Rather than expecting the reader to passively uncover a predetermined meaning 

embedded in the text, Derrida’s deconstruction invites the reader to engage actively with the text, recognizing that 

their reading is an interpretation shaped by their own context, biases, and experiences. In this way, the role of the 

reader becomes central to the production of meaning. Meaning is not something that exists solely in the text, but is 

created through the interaction between the text and the reader. The reader, therefore, is not a passive recipient of 

meaning, but an active participant in the process of meaning-making. 



IJEETE Journal of Research | ISSN NO: 2394-0573 | Volume 12 | Issue 3| July -September 2025 | 

www.ijoeete.com   |Peer-Reviewed |Refereed | Indexed | International Journal | 

 

278 | P a g e  

 

“The reader is the one who constitutes the text.” (Jacques Derrida 23) 

This quotation reflects the centrality of the reader in post-structuralist thought. The act of reading, according 

to Derrida, is not simply the decoding of an already fixed meaning but an active process in which the reader’s 

interpretation plays a fundamental role in shaping the meaning of the text. By engaging with a text, readers bring their 

own perspectives, cultural contexts, and expectations, which influence how they understand the text. In this sense, the 

meaning of a text is not something that can be definitively known, but something that is continually negotiated between 

the text and the reader. As such, the reader becomes a co-creator of meaning rather than a passive recipient. In post-

structuralist theory, the idea that meaning is fixed and can be fully understood through formal analysis is rejected. 

Instead, Derrida argues that the meaning of a text is always in flux, always open to interpretation, and always shaped 

by the reader’s experience. The text is never fully “contained” within itself, but is always linked to an array of other 

texts, contexts, and meanings. As Derrida states, meaning is “always already in a state of deferral,” which means that 

readers can never fully grasp or stabilize the meaning of a text. This deferral of meaning challenges the notion of a 

final, authoritative interpretation of literature, and invites readers to explore the text’s multiple meanings, 

contradictions, and ambiguities. 

“In every text, in every statement, the presence of the other is inscribed.” (Jacques Derrida 42) 

Derrida’s concept of différance also involves the recognition that the meaning of a word or phrase is shaped 

by its relationship to other words, concepts, and cultural contexts. The idea that meaning is deferred implies that no 

word can ever fully encapsulate its meaning; instead, it always refers to something else. In this view, the reader’s role 

becomes even more important, as they are tasked with navigating the vast network of meanings and associations that 

exist within and outside the text. Every reading, then, is a unique interpretation based on the reader’s own experiences 

and perspectives, which may differ from those of other readers or critics. Derrida’s emphasis on the reader’s role in 

the creation of meaning challenges the New Critical approach, which assumed that the meaning of a text could be 

objectively determined by analyzing its formal properties. For New Critics, meaning was embedded in the text and 

could be uncovered through close reading. In contrast, post-structuralism argues that meaning is never fully contained 

within the text and that it is always subject to change based on the reader’s perspective and the cultural, historical, and 

linguistic context in which the text is read (Kermode 31). 

“The meaning of a word is not a fixed, stable thing; it is always in motion, always changing.” 

(Jacques Derrida 31)  

This quotation emphasizes the fluidity of meaning in post-structuralist theory. Unlike New Criticism, which 

seeks to uncover the stable meaning of a text, Derrida’s deconstruction embraces the idea that meaning is always 

evolving, subject to the shifting relationships between words and contexts. This view invites readers to see texts as 

dynamic and open-ended rather than static and closed. The meaning of a text is never settled; it is always in the process 

of becoming, shaped by the reader’s interpretation and the broader cultural and historical forces that influence both 

the reader and the text. Derrida’s deconstruction also calls attention to the power dynamics inherent in language. By 

questioning the fixed meanings of words and concepts, deconstruction reveals how language can be used to control, 

exclude, or marginalize certain voices. The meaning of a text, then, is not simply a neutral or objective fact, but is 

influenced by the power structures that shape both language and society. Readers, in engaging with texts, must be 

aware of these power dynamics and consider how meaning is constructed not just through linguistic relationships, but 

through the socio-political context in which those relationships exist. 

“Language is the house of being, and it is through language that we encounter the world, 

understand it, and shape our reality.” (Martin Heidegger 29) 

While this quote comes from Heidegger rather than Derrida, it complements Derrida’s view of the centrality 
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of language in shaping meaning. Language is not just a tool for communicating ideas; it is the very structure through 

which we experience and understand the world. The reader, as an active participant in the process of meaning-making, 

must navigate this complex relationship between language, interpretation, and power in order to fully engage with a 

text. By doing so, the reader becomes an essential part of the dynamic process through which meaning is continually 

created, questioned, and redefined. The questioning of fixed meanings and the role of the reader is one of the most 

profound contributions of post-structuralism and deconstruction to literary theory. Derrida’s rejection of stable, 

objective meaning and his emphasis on the reader’s active role in creating meaning have reshaped the way we 

approach texts. Rather than seeking a single, unchanging interpretation, post-structuralism encourages readers to 

explore the multiplicity of meanings inherent in every text. This view not only challenges the methods of New 

Criticism but also invites readers to consider the fluid, dynamic nature of meaning and the ways in which their own 

perspectives shape their understanding of literature. 

Post-structuralism, particularly through the work of thinkers like Jacques Derrida, Michel Foucault, and 

Roland Barthes, has dramatically altered the way we perceive and analyze literary texts. Prior to the rise of post-

structuralism, literary theory, particularly through the New Criticism movement, held that the meaning of a text was 

intrinsic and could be uncovered through formalist analysis. The focus was on the text itself—its structure, language, 

and form—often excluding the author’s intentions, historical context, and socio-political background from the 

interpretive process. However, post-structuralism challenged this view by emphasizing the instability of meaning, the 

fluidity of interpretation, and the crucial role of the reader in shaping the text's significance. This shift has had a 

profound impact on how we engage with literature, leading to a more dynamic, open-ended, and complex 

understanding of texts. 

One of the most significant contributions of post-structuralism to literary theory is the notion that meaning is 

never fixed or stable. Jacques Derrida’s theory of deconstruction, which emerged in the 1960s, is central to this shift 

in perception. Derrida rejected the New Critical idea that a text contained a single, unchanging meaning. Instead, he 

argued that meaning is always deferred, a process he called différance. According to Derrida, words do not have 

inherent, stable meanings; instead, their meanings are shaped by their relationship to other words within a language 

system. As a result, texts do not contain a fixed essence that can be uncovered through careful analysis; rather, the 

meaning of a text is always shifting, contingent upon the interplay of language, context, and the reader’s interpretation. 

“There is nothing outside the text.” (Jacques Derrida, Of Grammatology 21) 

This famous statement from Derrida encapsulates the core of his philosophy. By asserting that "there is 

nothing outside the text," Derrida emphasized that meaning is not a reflection of some external, objective reality, but 

is produced through language itself. Texts are not neutral containers of meaning but are shaped by complex 

relationships of signifiers (words, symbols, and signs) that refer to each other. Because meaning is always shaped by 

these interrelations and is never fully contained in a single word or idea, the interpretation of a text is never complete 

or final. This view of meaning challenges the traditional understanding of the text as a stable, self-contained entity 

and encourages readers to embrace the text’s ambiguity, contradictions, and openness (Virtanen et al. 56). By 

emphasizing the instability of meaning, post-structuralism shifts the focus away from discovering a fixed 

interpretation to exploring the fluid, evolving nature of the text. The text itself becomes something that cannot be 

pinned down or fully understood through a single reading. Instead, it invites multiple interpretations and encourages 

readers to engage with its complexities. This shift has radically changed how texts are perceived—no longer are they 

seen as closed, definitive works with a singular meaning, but as open, dynamic fields of interpretation. 

Another key shift in the perception of the text brought about by post-structuralism is the redefined role of the 

reader. Prior to post-structuralism, literary critics and scholars, particularly within the framework of New Criticism, 

tended to focus on the text itself, believing that an objective reading could uncover its inherent meaning. The reader’s 

role was often seen as passive; the critic’s job was to uncover the fixed meaning embedded in the text through careful 
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formal analysis. 

Post-structuralist theory, however, revolutionized this view by asserting that the meaning of a text is not 

something that exists solely within the text itself, but is created through the interaction between the text and the reader. 

Derrida, for example, suggested that meaning is never fully determined by the author or the text but emerges through 

the process of reading and interpretation. The reader is no longer a passive recipient of meaning but an active 

participant in the creation of meaning. The reader brings their own experiences, cultural contexts, and perspectives to 

the text, which influences how they interpret it. 

“The reader is the one who constitutes the text.” (Jacques Derrida 2) 

This statement from Derrida emphasizes the active role of the reader in creating meaning. Rather than being 

a neutral or objective figure who decodes the "true" meaning of the text, the reader is a co-creator of meaning, whose 

interpretations are shaped by their own subjectivity and cultural context. This view of the reader’s role challenges the 

traditional literary theory that assumes meaning resides solely in the text and can be uncovered by any reader through 

objective analysis. The shift in the role of the reader has profound implications for literary criticism. Texts are no 

longer seen as containing a single, stable meaning to be discovered through expert analysis. Instead, readers are 

encouraged to bring their own interpretations, understanding that meaning is shaped by their own perspective and 

influenced by historical, social, and personal factors. This makes literary interpretation more fluid, diverse, and 

personalized, as readers can interpret the same text in multiple ways based on their individual contexts. 

A major consequence of post-structuralist theory on the perception of the text is the rise of the concept of 

intertextuality. Intertextuality, as developed by Roland Barthes and Julia Kristeva, challenges the idea that texts exist 

in isolation or are self-contained. Instead, post-structuralists argue that texts are always in conversation with other 

texts, referencing, reworking, and responding to the cultural, social, and literary contexts in which they exist. Barthes, 

in his essay The Death of the Author, argued that the meaning of a text cannot be solely attributed to the intentions of 

the author. He stated that the text is a space in which multiple influences—other texts, cultural contexts, and social 

dynamics—collide, producing meaning. This view of the text as inherently interconnected with other texts 

fundamentally changes the way we perceive a text. It is no longer seen as an isolated object with a fixed meaning, but 

as part of an ongoing dialogue within the broader cultural and literary landscape. 

“The birth of the reader must be at the cost of the death of the author.” (Roland Barthes, The Death 

of the Author `2) 

In this influential quote, Barthes underscores the shift from the author as the ultimate source of meaning to 

the reader’s active role in the interpretation of the text. By decoupling meaning from the author’s intentions and instead 

emphasizing the intertextual nature of texts, Barthes suggests that the reader’s experience and interpretation are just 

as important, if not more so, in the construction of meaning. Intertextuality also opens up a wider understanding of 

how texts function in relation to one another. Rather than being understood as isolated works with stable meanings, 

texts are seen as part of an interconnected web of meaning, where references, influences, and allusions play a crucial 

role in shaping interpretation. This makes reading a more dynamic process, where the meaning of a text emerges 

through its relationship to other texts and cultural narratives. 

In sum, post-structuralism has fundamentally altered how we perceive the text by challenging the idea of 

fixed meanings and the passive role of the reader. By embracing the fluidity of meaning, post-structuralism emphasizes 

the dynamic, evolving nature of texts and their openness to multiple interpretations. Derrida’s theory of différance 

suggests that meaning is never final or fixed, but always in a state of deferral, open to new interpretations. The reader 

is no longer a passive consumer of a text’s meaning but an active participant in its creation, bringing their own 

experiences and perspectives to the text. Post-structuralism also introduces the concept of intertextuality, which 
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reframes the text as part of a larger network of meanings and influences, rather than an isolated entity. This approach 

encourages readers to consider how texts relate to one another and how cultural and historical contexts shape their 

interpretation. In this view, meaning is not something that exists independently of the reader, the author, or the text 

itself, but is produced through the complex interactions between all these elements (Stock 53). As a result, the text 

becomes a site of endless possibility, where multiple interpretations coexist and new meanings are continually created 

through the reader’s engagement with the text. Ultimately, the impact of post-structuralism on the perception of the 

text has led to a more dynamic, pluralistic, and open-ended approach to literary analysis. Texts are no longer seen as 

fixed, self-contained works with a singular meaning; instead, they are seen as fluid, evolving sites of interpretation 

that invite readers to explore the complexities of language, culture, and meaning. 

Conclusion: 

In conclusion, post-structuralism and deconstruction have radically transformed our approach to literary 

interpretation by questioning the notion of fixed, stable meanings in texts. Through the work of theorists like Jacques 

Derrida, literary criticism has shifted from a search for an objective, singular meaning within a text to an understanding 

that meaning is always fluid, deferred, and shaped by the interaction between the text, the reader, and the broader 

cultural context. Derrida’s concept of différance and his famous assertion that "there is nothing outside the text" 

challenge the New Critical methods of close reading by highlighting the inherent instability and complexity of 

meaning. Moreover, post-structuralism emphasizes the central role of the reader, transforming them from passive 

interpreters into active participants in the meaning-making process. The introduction of intertextuality further 

complicates the notion of a self-contained text, positioning literary works within a dynamic web of influence and 

connection. As a result, texts are no longer seen as static, definitive entities but as evolving, open-ended sites of 

interpretation, inviting multiple readings and continuous exploration of meaning. 
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